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A Look at 
County 
Go-v-ernment 
General cr iticism of the structure a nd form of 
local county government has been increasing. 
But studies show that most citizens haven 't much 
info rmation about or much interest in their own 
county 9overnment. So there may be some merit 
in pausing to take a closer look at th is unit. 
by Donald E. Boles 
COUNTY GOVERNMENT in Iowa is big business! In 
1956, for example, about 36.7 
million dollars were spent for 
county government purposes-ex-
cluding spending for roads and 
education. Actually, it's these 
last two fields which form the 
largest expenditure items in a 
county's budget. 
Preliminary studies indicate 
that almost 75 cents out of every 
tax dollar collected by the state 
government or one of its subdivi-
sions is returned to and spent by 
the counties. This sizable amount 
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of money is thus administered and 
expended by a governmental unit 
which has been rather widely and 
openly criticized as a backward 
and inefficient governmental form. 
Indeed, the county is often re-
ferred to as the "Dark Continent 
of American Politics" among stu-
dents of government. 
Is this criticism justified? Gen-
erally, it isn't directed at a spe-
cific county as such or at individ-
ual county officers or officials. 
Rather, it's directed at the some-
what haphazard structure and de-
velopment of this unit of govern-
ment and at the relatively high 
costs associated with it. Also, 
studies have shown that most cit-
izens haven't much information 
about and aren't very interested 
in their county government. 
So there may be some merit in 
pausing in mid-century to take a 
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closer look at this governmental 
unit. Perhaps we'll prefer to leave 
everything "as is"-perhaps not. 
But let's take a look at the "as 
is" in any case. 
A major cause for public disin-
terest in county government can 
be traced to the scarcity of reli-
able information about the oper-
ation of this unit of government. 
Citizens and legislators alike find 
it difficult to develop an avid in-
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terest in the county and its cost 
of operation when national and 
international problems dominate 
the headlines. The activities of 
the county government, if appear-
ing at all in the newspapers, are 
tucked away in the form of legal 
notices in an obscure portion of 
the newspaper. 
Even those who are seriously 
interested in seeking more infor-
mation about the county find ma-
jor obstacles. The formal reports 
that counties make annually to 
their citizens or to state govern-
mental agencies most often are 
vague, ambiguous and lack uni-
formity. This problem is particu-
larly acute in Iowa. 
State laws dealing with the re-
porting of county governmental 
activities permit large a reas where 
no specific information need be 
placed in written form at the 
county level. Moreover, with the 
exception of the state auditor. 
treasurer and comptroller, there 
are few state offices where the ac-
tivities of the various county of-
fices are reported with any degree 
of thoroughness, even on an an-
nual basis. 
Originally 
Most of the terms and the very 
form of American county govern-
ment were common to 11 th-cen-
tury England. The office of sher-
iff, for example, developed in Eng-
land by 900 A.D. when il was 
called the shire reeve. The cor-
oner, justice of the peace and 
grand jury were recognized agen-
cies of county government in Eng-
land by 1066 A.D. The world of 
today has little in common with 
the age in which the county origi-
nated. 
Other differences stand out, too. 
The county officer in early Eng-
land were agents of a centralized 
authority- the King. This fact 
was ignored when the county 
form was transplanted from Eng-
land to America during the colo-
nial period. While this difference 
had no great meaning before the 
Revolutionary War, it became of 
major importance following the 
Declaration of Independence and 
the end of the war. The clear 
lines of responsibility which gov-
erned county officers in England 
weren' t present in the U nited 
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States since we had no powerful 
executive patterned after the early 
English kings. 
The forms of county govern-
ment developed differently in the 
various regions of the United 
States. In the southern states, 
where English institution were 
most faithfully copied, the county 
de\·eloped without town hips a 
subdivisions. In New England , 
on the other hand, there wa al-
most no emphasis on the county 
as a unit of government. Counties 
did exist in New England. how-
ever. as indicated by the fact that 
the 19 59 Connecticut legislature 
formally abolished all counties in 
that state. 
States in between, such as New 
York, evolved a compromise be-
tween the southern plan and the 
New England approach-having 
counties but dividing them into 
townships. l"nder this plan. the 
township supervisors normally 
made up the county board of su-
pervisors. 
As the nation expanded. new 
states tended to adopt one of these 
plans of local government. The 
form usually adopted was similar 
to the form used in the state from 
which came the first ma ior group 
of permanent settlers. Iowa wa 
no exception. 
Iowa Development . 
The first two of the present 
Iowa counties. Dubuque and De-
moine (Des Moines) , were ere-
ated in 1834 when Iowa was part 
of the Michigan T erritory. These 
counties were divided into town-
ships, and the township-super-
visor plan of government was 
established. The three county su-
pervisors and 15 other county of-
ficers for each were selected by 
the governor of Michigan to gov-
ern the Iowa counties. 
Two years later, Iowa became 
part of the Wisconsin Territory, 
and the structure of county gov-
ernment was sharply revised. The 
county commissioner system -
which originated in Pennsylvania 
nea rly a century before-was 
adopted. This resulted in the dis-
continuation or merger of many 
of the county offices and disre-
garded the township as a basis of 
representation on the county gov-
erning body. During the period 
of about 2 years in which Iowa 
was a part of the Wisconsin T er-
ritory, 19 new counties were cre-
ated. 
The Territory of Iowa was cre-
ated in 1838. But the county 
com missioner system was retained 
for the 8 years Iowa was a terri-
tory and for S years after Iowa 
became a state. Of the counties 
now existing, 23 were created dur-
ing the period when Iowa was a 
territory. The remaining counties 
were established during the pe-
riod from 1846. when Iowa be-
came a state. to 1857, when the 
present const itution was adopted. 
Iowa counties normally were laid 
out in advance of the arrival of 
actual settlers, but settlers pre-
dated county establishment in a 
few instances. 
The Iowa legislature drastically 
changed county governmental or-
ga nization in 1851 by abolishing 
the county commissioner system 
and replacing it with a one-man 
county judge. This is a form com-
mon to many of the southern 
states, though the title is mislead-
ing to many residents of the 
North. The county judge, so far 
as county government was con-
cerned , was the chief executive 
' adm inistrative, legislative and ju-
dicial authority all in one. 
The county judge system was 
controversial from the start in 
Iowa. Finally, after many studies 
and much debate, it was abolished 
in 1860 in favor of the township-
supervisor system similar to that 
first used when Iowa was a part of 
the Michigan T erritory. 
But this system, too, wasn't to 
remain unchanged. In 1870 the 
legislature abolished the township-
supervisor plan and replaced it 
with the county supervisor sys-
tem which remains substantially 
the same today. The number of 
supervisors was reduced - with 
counties given the option of hav-
ing either a 3-, 5- or 7-member 
board, with members chosen at-
large or from districts. The meth-
od of electing supervisors is de-
termined by a ref er end um-type 
vote in the individual county. 
Under this arrangement, county 
supervisors, in their relationship 
to the township, are supervisory 
rather than representative. 
What Limitations? 
Counties frequently were cre-
ated by executive proclamation in 
the territories of Michigan and 
Wisconsin. In Iowa, however, no 
counties were ever established in 
this fashion. All counties were 
created by legislative enactment. 
Iowa constitutions, from the first, 
placed few restrictions on the leg-
islature concerning the establish-
ment of counties. In the Constitu-
tion of 1846, only Article XII, 
Section 2, dealt with counties. I t 
provided, "No new county shall 
be laid off hereafter, nor old coun-
ty reduced to less contents than 
. . . 432 square miles." 
This provision also was in-
cluded in the Iowa Constitution 
of 1857, with the additional pro-
vision in Article XI, Section 2, 
that counties, with the exception 
of " . . . the County of Worth, 
and the counties west of it along 
the northern boundary of this 
state may be organized without 
additional territory." 
Section 3 of the same article in 
the present constitution also pro-
vides that, "No county, or other 
political or municipal corporation 
shall be allowed to become in-
debted in any manner, or for any 
purpose, to an amount in the ag-
gregate exceeding five per centum 
of the value of the taxable prop-
erty within such county . . . 11 
Special legislation is prohibited 
by Article III, Section 30, of the 
Iowa Constitution. This section 
provides that, "The General As-
sembly shall not pass local or 
special laws . . . for the assessment 
and collection of taxes for the 
state, county or road purposes ... 
For locating or changing county 
seats ... and no law changing the 
boundary lines of any county 
shall have effect until . . . being 
submitted to the people of the 
counties affected by the change, 
at a general election, it shall be 
approved by a majority of the 
votes in each county . . . " 
The only other section of the 
Iowa Constitution basic to an un-
derstanding of the forms and 
functions of county government 
was added by an amendment 
adopted in 1884. Article V, Sec-
tion 13, states, "The qualified 
electors of each county shall at 
the general election in the year 
1886, and every two years there-
after, elect a County Attorney, 
who shall be a resident of the 
county for which he is elected, 
and shall hold office for two 
years, and until his successor shall 
have been elected ... 11 
The county attorney, thus, is 
the only county officer provided 
for in the Iowa Constitution. This 
gives the legislature considerable 
leeway in outlining the organiza-
tion and structure of county gov-
ernment. The constitutional ar-
rangement provides the necessary 
legal flexibility to meet the prob-
lems of different ages without 
requiring the involved and time-
consuming procedure of amend-
ing the constitution. ' 
Courts and Counties . 
What is the legal position of 
the county? Throughout the 
United States, constitutions and 
statutes usually set forth two ma-
jor functions of the county. The 
county is considered an agent of 
state governmental administra-
tion in all states. In some states, 
the county is given the additional 
function of acting as an agency 
of local self-government. The 
county in such instances normally 
is granted ordinance making 
power and control over the ad-
ministration of justice locally in 
addition to being responsible for 
local administration of state laws. 
In Iowa the statutes clearly in-
dicate that counties ftmction al-
most exclusively as agencies of 
the state government and are 
without any real local self-govern-
ing function. State law spelJs out 
in minute detail almost all func-
tions of county government. Little 
discretion is granted to the county 
officers over local matters, and 
the legislatures, over the years, 
have gradually taken more and 
more discretion from the county. 
Courts in the United States 
generally view the county as being 
of a lower legal order than cities 
and have labeled counties as 
quasi-corporations. The Iowa Su-
preme Court accepted this view 
in 1868 in the case of Soper vs. 
Henry County. The Court ex-
plained, ". . . although clothed 
with corporate power, counties 
stand low down in the scale of 
corporate existence. Counties 
must be reckoned as quasi-cor-
porations as distinct from munici-
pal corporations." 
Briefly, this legal theory sug-
gests that, while counties may ac-
quire and hold property, enter 
into contracts and enjoy certain 
other privileges of corporations, 
they are not true municipal cor-
porations inasmuch as counties 
have no charters. As a result, the 
Iowa courts have concluded that 
counties are quasi-public corpo-
rations and are held to much 
more limited liability than are 
municipal corporations. 
Present Structure . 
Existing legislation governing 
the county provides that all coun-
ties are to elect four basically in-
dependent policy-determining 
agencies. These are: a board of 
supervisors, a board of education, 
an agricultural extension council 
and a board of hospital trustees 
(if a county hospital is main-
tained). Moreover, each county 
elects every 2 years at present, 
seven officers, with duties almost 
entirely administrative in nature. 
These are : the auditor, treasurer, 
recorder, attorney, sheriff, coroner 
and clerk of the district court. 
Other county officers are ap-
pointed either by the county 
board of supervisors or by some 
combination of county officials 
acting in an ex-officio capacity. 
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The county board of education 
appoints the county superintend-
ent of schools to a 3-year term. 
At present this is the only county 
officer permitted to serve more 
than one county- a provision en-
acted by the 19 S 7 General As-
sembly. 
Each county is required to es-
tablish a board of review for pur-
poses of adjusting assessments 
and valuations of personal and 
business properties. The board is 
named by a conference composed 
of the board of supervisors, the 
mayors of all incorporated cities 
in the county and members of the 
board of education. This is the 
same county conference which ap-
points the county assessor. 
The county hospital trustees 
appoint the hospital superintend-
ent, while the county extension 
director is appointed by the agri-
cultural extension council. 
The county board of super-
visors appoints a long list of of-
ficials. These include: the county 
engineer, the board of social wel-
fare (which, in turn, appoints the 
county director of social welfare), 
county home steward, overseer of 
the poor, soldiers' relief commis-
sion, county surveyor, library 
trustees, county zoning commis-
sion, board of zoning adjustment, 
zoning officer and the county con-
servation board. 
Counties also have the option 
of creating a county drainage 
board (whose membership is ex-
officio the county supervisors), a 
county board of health and a 
county fair association. The state 
district court judge appoints a 
county juvenile probation officer 
and the members of the county 
insanity commission, on which the 
clerk of the district court is an 
ex-officio member. 
Thus, our present county gov-
ernments consist of a considerable 
number of elective and relatively 
independent county officers and a 
variety of semi-autonomous 
boards, commissions and councils. 
Theory vs. Practice • • . 
In theory the county board of 
supervisors is the chief formulator 
of county policy. But, in practice, 
this doesn't work out for a num-
ber of reasons. 
First, most of the other elective 
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county officers have a wide degree 
of independence in making up the 
budgets for their offices and in 
determining their own policies 
within the framework and discre-
tion of state laws. Second, the 
board of supervisors has no execu-
tive official with the responsibility 
an<l power to give the board the 
executive direction needed by any 
agency. Except for townshjps, 
county government of the Iowa 
variety is the only basic govern-
ment unit lacking the executive-
legislative-judicial division com-
mon to the traditional American 
separation-of-powers principle. 
Some Changes • . • 
Some important changes in 
Iowa county government were 
brought about by the 1959 Gen-
eral Assembly. The ancient elec-
tive office of coroner was abol-
ished and replaced by an appoin-
tive county medical examiner who 
is required to be a medical doctor 
or osteopathic surgeon- a require-
ment which didn't apply to the 
coroner. 
The legislature also passed a 
law which permits the voters of a 
county to initiate a referendum 
vote which would permit consoli-
dating any or all of the elective 
county offices except the board of 
supervisors and the county at-
torney. This would permit the es-
tablishment of a more efficient 
department-type of county office 
organization m any county de-
siring it. 
Another statute enacted by the 
1959 legislature extends the terms 
of all elective county officers, ex-
cept the supervisors and county 
attorney, from 2 to 4 years. Of-
fices affected include those of au-
ditor, treasurer, recorder, sheriff 
and clerk of the district court. 
Two other proposals designed 
to improve existing weaknesses in 
county governments failed to 
pass. Though ultimately merged 
into the same bill, the two pro-
posals covered quite different 
areas. 
One would have permitted 
counties to adopt a county-man-
ager form of government. \Vhere 
desired by the voters, this form 
could cure many of the ills re-
sulting from the absence of execu-
tive leadership on the county level 
without interfering with the basic 
policy-making powers of the 
county board of supervisors. 
The other section of the bill 
would have permitted two or 
more counties to consolidate geo-
graphically. This, if desired by 
the citizens of two or more coun-
ties, would have permitted a re-
duction in the number of Iowa 
counties and have increased the 
populations of the remammg 
counties. Since there's a very 
clear connection between the in-
crease in a county's population 
and a decrease in the per-capita 
cost to operate county govern-
ment, some observers for years 
have been urging the consolidation 
of counties. 
The cost of operation certainly 
isn't the only factor to be con-
sidered. But particularly when 
analyzing the costs of county gov-
ernment in Iowa, one is struck by 
the possibilities for improvement 
in costs and efficiency of opera-
tions. We'll discuss these costs of 
county government in another 
article in this series. 
Perhaps you are and will con-
tinue to be satisfied with the 
present structure, cost and opera-
tion of your county; there are 
other factors to consider also. But 
it is your county government-
paid for by you and administered 
by officers elected by you or ap-
pointed by those whom you elect 
- and may merit your attention 
to learn more about it. 
